Woody Plants for Wildlife: Brush Sculpting in South Texas and the Edwards Plateau by Lyons, Robert K. et al.
Woody Plants
and Wildlife
Brush Sculpting in South Texas
and the Edwards Plateau
Robert K. Lyons, Tim F. Ginnett and Richard B. Taylor*
Our perspective is changing on the value of brushor woody plants. When Texas rangeland was usedprimarily for livestock, managing brush meant
eradicating it, or at least removing certain unwanted species.
Now rangeland owners are shifting to multiple use, which
includes managing for wildlife, recreation and aesthetic
value. Accordingly, our view of woody plants has changed to
one that values these plants in appropriate amounts for
wildlife and other benefits.
The essential elements of wildlife habitat include food,
cover and water. Because woody plants provide some or all
of these requirements, managing these plants is important.
Woody plants provide food in the form of leaves, flowers,
pollen, nectar, mast and fruit. Some woody plants also pro-
vide cover, which protects and shelters wildlife from preda-
tors and inclement weather. The kind and amount of cover
required varies among wildlife species. Many birds also use
these plants for nesting, nighttime roosting and daytime
loafing. Plants such as cacti even provide water.
*Assistant Professor and Extension Range Specialist, and Assistant Professor, Texas A&M
University, The Texas A&M University System; Wildlife Biologist, Texas Parks and Wildlife
Department.
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Woody plants may also provide indirect ben-
efits, including soil improvement from mulch,
protected sites for certain beneficial plants to
grow, mineral cycling, and nitrogen fixation by
woody legumes such as mesquite and black-
brush. They also provide a cooler microclimate
for birds, small mammals, reptiles and insects.
Even though woody plants are beneficial, i t
is still possible to have too much brush.
La n d o wners should co n sid er ma n i p u la tin g
brush in some situations, depending on the
wildlife species being managed and other goals.
Brush sculpting is a way to achieve the desired
balance between woody plant cover and herba-
ceous plant or grass production. Brush can be
sculpted by mechanical, chemical and biological
means and by prescribed burning. Treating
individual plants, either mechanically or chem-
ically, is esp ecially useful in brush sculpting. 
The bru s h - sc u l p ting app roach recogn i z es
that woody plants aid wildlife and seeks to
shape the landscape and habitat to benefit
wildlife and accommodate other multiple uses.
To sculpt brush for a wildlife habitat, landown-
ers must know the woody plant species present
and their value to wildlife. Some woody plants
are more valuable than others, depending on
the habitat requirements of the various wildlife
species. However, the value of any particular
plant species also depends on which other
species are present. For example, live oak has
o n ly mod erate value as whit e - tai l ed deer
browse when favored plants such as kidney-
wood are abundant, but it may be a major part
of the diet when other more highly favored
species are unavailable.   
In the table beginning on page 2, symbols
represent the classes of wildlife that benefit
from each plant species. In this bulletin, forage
is broadly defined not only as the leaves and
twigs that provide food for herbivores such as
deer, but also as the flowers that are eaten and
that provide nectar and pollen for birds and
insects. Mast includes hard fruits such as
acorns and mesquite pods, and fruit refers to
soft fleshy fruits such as berries. Cover is
divided into three categories:
n Protection from predators and the ele-
ments;
n Places for nesting by birds or small mam-
mals; and
n Daytime loafing and nighttime roosting
areas.
Th is publica tion does not rank pla n ts
according to how valuable they are to wildlife,
but instead provides a basis for understanding
that all woody plants offer at least some value
to particular classes of wildlife. Rangeland
mu st have a mixt u re of vegeta tion tha t
includes as many different plants as possible, so
that it can consistently supply the diverse
needs of the various wildlife species. Land-
owners and managers who understand this
concept can make informed decisions about
which and how much woody vegetation to
maintain.
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